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THE
IMPORTANCE OF HISTORICAL SOCIETIES
This subject can best be introduced with concrete illustrations. A year ago several Tallahasseeans interested
in Florida history heard that many old letters and books
were in the attic of a near-by plantation house which
had been built more than twenty years before the Civil
War. Attracted there, they found the unfinished attic
littered with business and social letters, documents, and
books - all of ante-bellum days. The greatest prize discovered was a dilapidated journal of the overseer of the
slaves, of which there were more than one hundred on
the place as early as 1836. As this journal gave an account of what was done by the slaves from day to day,
they saw at once that it was of the greatest value as a
record of the social and economic conditions of early
American Florida. In fact, one of the party believes
that it is the most valuable document on that subject
which has come to light in this state, if not in the entire
South.
As the tenant had no right to give the material to the
searchers, they returned to Tallahassee empty-handed,
and immediately took steps to secure authority from the
owner to remove and preserve the papers. After the
necessary permission had been secured, a second pilgrimage to the attic was made and many letters, papers, and
books were obtained, but most of the documents relating
to the overseer and the slaves had vanished. Some
months later this missing material, which is of inestimable value to Florida history, was reported to be in the
library of a middle western historical society.
Two years ago a senior in the Florida State College
for Women heard one of the teachers at the college pleading with the students to show an interest in the collection
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and preservation of old books. She remembered that
there was a deserted house near Quincy, where a publicspirited and cultured man had lived for many years.
After his death, about four years prior to the time of this
incident, the surviving relatives had left that section of
the country. Our senior went to the place during the
Christmas holidays. She found the doors standing open,
the window frames gone and the floor covered with
books, pamphlets and manuscripts, many of which were
irretrievably ruined by exposure to the elements. She
picked up some pamphlets to take back to Tallahassee.
It was discovered that she had saved from destruction
five or six copies of very rare and valuable Acts and
Journals of the Territorial Council of Florida.
These stories have a moral. If an active historical
society had been in existence in the Tallahassee region
six years ago, it is altogether probable that its members
would have been interested in collecting and preserving
in Florida the treasures of the plantation house and the
house near Quincy.
However, we are not interested in what might have
been but in what may be. All over Florida, places are
found containing historical documents which are slowly
being destroyed, If the people of the state cannot be
roused to a sense of their value, they will inevitably disappear, and the reconstruction of our past in accurate
detail will be almost impossible. It is right here that the
fundamental importance of historical societies lies. They
can and must teach our citizens the imperative need of
locating, collecting and preserving such material.
One of the reasons why New England has always
received recognition from historians while other parts of
the country have often been paid scant attention is the
enthusiastic interest of New Englanders in the preservation of their documents. Their many historical and
genealogical societies are both cause and. result of this
interest. Probably the most notable ones are the Massa-
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chusetts Historical Society, organized in 1791; the American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, organized in 1812,
which now possesses the finest collection of selected newspapers in America; and the New England Historic
Genealogical Society, Boston, established in 1847, undoubtedly the foremost genealogical organization in
America. These, with more than a hundred others, have
spread their influence into the remotest corners of that
section of the country, so that much historical material
has been located, collected and made accessible to the research student. It is not surprising that many New
Englanders become writers of history, and that all historians lay emphasis on the part played by New England in
the development of our country.
When Professor F. J. Turner some thirty years ago
showed the importance of the Mississippi Valley in American history, the historical societies of the Middle West
were ready to help the historian. The great State Historical Society of Wisconsin was more than forty years
old, the State Historical Society of Iowa was but a few
years its junior, and the Missouri Historical Society had
been founded in 1867. Thus the Middle West and the
Northeast are getting their rightful place in history, but
what of the Southeast, and particularly what of Florida?
Spasmodic, intermittent attempts have been made by
Floridians to interest their fellow-citizens in the state’s
past, but all such efforts were useless as there was no
active organization to carry on the work. The Florida
Historical Society is such an organization at last. It will
fail unless a general interest can be aroused. If it continues to function, the experience of Massachusetts and
other states will be repeated.

Our society can accomplish much more than simply
arouse interest in the preservation of historical data in
private houses ; we should be able to influence the Florida
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legislators to create ways and means of restoring order
out of chaos in our public archives. Here again it is
better to give concrete instances from the experience of
other states.
One of the most notable printed collections of state
archives is the one issued by Pennsylvania in more than
one hundred volumes. In them are found the muster
rolls of the Pennsylvania regiments in the various wars,
tax lists in many counties during parts of the eighteenth
century, warrantees of land in the several counties of
the state in the same century, papers of the Governors
from 1681 to the present time, - in short, the “Pennsylvania Archives” is a remarkable storehouse of information for the historian.
How did it happen that the state started this comprehensive and ambitious program? In 1836 the American Philosophical Society, which was founded before the
Revolution by Benjamin Franklin, and the Historical
Society of Pennsylvania, organized about 1825, presented
a memorial to the state legislature urging the publication
of certain colonial records. The immediate result was
the publishing by the state of three volumes of “Colonial
Records” between 1837 and 1840. Then the work
stopped. In 1849 the Historical Society petitioned the
Senate to resume the publication, but no action was taken.
The society, not to be discouraged, handed in a second
petition in 1851, and this time it was acted upon favorably. The result was the continuance of the “Colonial
Records” and the beginning of the magnificent series of
the “Pennsylvania Archives”. It can easily be seen what
a very vital part in the inception of the work was played
by the historical society.
The same influence is seen in other states. In New
Jersey, men of prominence asked the legislature in 1843
to obtain from the English archives copies of papers
relating to New Jersey’s colonial history. When nothing
definite was done, these men organized in January, 1845,
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the New Jersey Historical Society. As its memorials to
the legislature met with no response, it undertook to
start the work on its own initiative. After the society
had thus paved the way, the legislators at last in 1872
aided in the work. It may be of interest to Floridians
that one of the leaders of the historical society was
William Adee Whitehead, who had been an influential
citizen of Key West from 1828 to 1838.
In Maryland the state legislature made the Maryland
Historical Society the custodian of the public archives,
which were published under the society’s supervision.
The Georgia Historical Society, as early as 1849, was
memorializing the legislature for aid in preserving the
public records. The Alabama Historical Society was one
of the prime movers in the establishment by the state of
the Department of Archives and History, which has done
notable work. The Mississippi Historical Society has
always been closely connected with the Mississippi Department of Archives and History, which published in
1923 the monumental collection of the letters, papers and
speeches of Jefferson Davis in ten volumes - a work
which makes every student of American history a debtor
to the State of Mississippi.
The Florida Historical Society has taken its cue from
these societies. At its annual meeting held in Tallahassee on November 13, 1924, it passed a resolution
directing its president to appoint a committee to present to
the next session of the legislature proposals for the preservation and indexing of the state archives that are at
the present time in such a chaotic condition. Florida has
had no Jefferson Davis, but we have had an important
past. the public records of which should be preserved in
a fire proof structure. They should be printed as soon
as it can be done, although this can be postponed for some
time. The expenses of publication would not be prohibitive, as many sets would be bought by leading research and university libraries. Our society’s commit-
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tee will have the greater chances of success with the legislature, the larger our membership is.
III
In the opinion of the writer, the chief aims of the
society should be the ones mentioned: the collection and
preservation of historical data now in private hands, and
the preservation, indexing and future publication by the
state of the public archives and records; but other purposes helpful in arousing and sustaining interest in historical affairs must be kept in mind.
Meetings should be held regularly, at which ideas
could be exchanged and waning enthusiasm revived. The
attendance at the Tallahassee meeting was small, but those
present left for their homes greatly encouraged with the
prospects. Let us hope the next meeting will give even
greater inspiration.
Again, our society should issue publications. The
QUARTERLY, even if only a modest attempt, performs its
duty in telling the people of Florida of the ideals that animated our forefathers. It will give Floridians an inspiration to live up to the best ideals of those who have
gone before. It will stimulate an interest in collecting
material about our history.
To achieve all these purposes one thing is absolutely
essential, a large membership. There should be at least
three thousand people in Florida who are willing to show
their faith in the plans advanced by the society. Surely
Floridians will not be content to remain behind citizens
of sister states, such as Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia,
Maryland, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and
Wisconsin.

JAMES O. KNAUSS

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol3/iss3/3

6

